DAY ONE:
HELP CHILDREN
TO WRITE AND
KEEP WRITING

Witing is a studio subject. I invite children to do something { am
already doing. Just as an artist in the studio paints alongside her stu-
dents, 1 write along with the children. A piano teacher may show his
student how to play a particular passage, but occasionally, he plays an
entire piece so that his student can experience the beauty of it.

This chapter will focus on the simplest of beginnings—Day One in
the teaching of writing, My invitations to the children will be similar
to the invitations I extended to you in Chapter 3. I will show them
where writing comes from, how 1 begin to write, and how I keep on
writing. And I will demonstrate how I circulate through the class
while the children are writing, first with kindergarten and first grade,
then with second through sixth grades.

Kindergarten and Grade One

Depending on how much experience you have had with children, you
will need to decide which of several approaches will work best-for you.
Some teachers begin with the entire class. They invite children to sit on
the rug ot pull them together on the floor and chat with them as a
group. An invitation to write begins almost as an intimate conversation.
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Let’s talk about yesterday afternoont

school. What do you remember?
y friend’s because My mother

Carolyn: I had to go next door to stay at M
was still at work.

when you went home from

Teachet:

Teacher: And then...
Carolyn: Well, I played over there. My fri
together.

end has 2 puzzle. We put it

Teacher: ltwas hard?
Carolyn: No, it was her little prother’s. S
we got to laughing.

o we tried [0 do it real fast and

Teacher: ANYyOne else?

Tenisha: 1 played with my cat. She's just a kitten and she’s crazy! 1 had to
change my shoes and I couldn't do it because she kept playing
and hitting my hands when I tried to tie them.

Jennifer: 've got a canary and she’s noisy- 1 cover her up when she’s

Then she shuts up-

noisy-
Andy: I had to go to the doctor’s and get 2 shot.
Group: Ohhhhh!
Andy: Yeah, and I didn't €ry either.
Teacher: You feit like you wanted to?

id1 would.
er have a shot?

gick of ‘em.

Andy:  Not really, but 1 was still afra

1 don't like shots. Anyone else eV
hospital. 1 cried. 1 got
ot one. The needle was this big!

Teacher:

Brendan: Lgota lot in the

Carolyn: 1 had a’fection and g
[shows with hands!.
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ay One: Help Children to Write and Keep Writing

Do

Teacher: 1had one last suminer when I stepped on a nail. ‘When the nurse
comes with the needle, 11ook the other way so I can’t see it.

The first entry point into writing is simple conversation. In this
instance, the teacher has chosen to open discussion about what hap-
pened yesterday afternoon after school. She listens carefully to what
the children say and extends their comments with a few questions.
Her language is responsive, and not until much later—during the dis-
cussion about shots—does she interject her own experience. When the

discussion turns to shots, she sees that this is a common discussion

topic for all the children and lets the discussion run its course. Then

she observes:

T've learned all different kinds of things from you. Some of you
played like Carolyn with her puzzles; Tenisha had her cat,
Andy had a shot and we've all had shots, Brendan too, and
Jennifer has her canary- We've done lots of things and things
have happened to us. I would like you to take this paper and
write about one of the things we've talked about or anything
else that comes to mind. I think I'll choose my dog, Billy.

Billy and I go for walks together when 1 get home. I'll
quickly make a sketch of him here—the two of us walking,
This is the lead I snap onto his collar [quick sketch].

Now I'm going to write something to go with it. What do 1
want to say? Let’s see. “Billy and I go for walks.” Help me.

B...il...ly [Shesays the word very slowly].

Help me with the first sound “B.” What letter do I write

here?
«g.” ['ve got that one inmy
for any other sounds ¥

Teacher:

own name. It's easy.

Brendan:
ou hear in the

Teacher:  Right you are. Listen
word. I'll sav it again slowly.

"

Carolyn:  Lhear an !
Jennifer: Ihear an "e.”

Teacher:  Actually it {sn't an “e.” But it sounds like one. Good going.

The children continue t0 help the teacher compose, volunteering
the names of the letters that go with the sounds she needs to repre-
sent. She “invents” the sounds that go with her text after drawing a

quick sketch. Data show that a drawing often helps the child to think
about what might be said in the tex

tion the teacher is showing:
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Day One: Help Children to Write and Keep Writing

« A few children are afraid to invent. They are sophisticated
enough to know that words have only one spelling. They
demand your help and want you to supply them with correct
spellings for all that they write.

This is the short list of what may happen when children write. Since
you can't supply all the words children need for full spellings, resist the
temptation to respond to the child who wants you to spell all of them.
You can help this child by supplying the full spelling of one key word in
a sentence. [ say to that child, “Okay, you choose one very important
word; I'll give it to you, but you need to invent the others on your own
or get help from someone else. I don’t have time to do all of them.”

There are some children who do not find a story-type discussion
helpful. Making a list and giving commands or directions is closer to
their communication and thinking needs.

Here is how I would demonstrate this type of introduction:

Teacher: Sometimes I like to make lists of things.

Watch, here’s a kind of a list. 1 know different kinds of ani-
mals [if children are at the point of Jearning how to invent, I say
the word slowly and they help supply the letters to put on the
board]

bear

deer

cat

dog
Help me with my list.

Child:  Tiger.

Teacher: Good, another . ..

Child:  Lion..

Teacher; Right. You can make a list, draw them, or even draw them first
and write afterward. These pages are for doing the list kind of
writing. [The paper children use for this type of writing is much
smaller, allowing for a drawing and a label to go withit.]1'll do
the first one on my list.

Teacher: We can make another kind of list. How about cars?

Here's a start:
Ford
Toyota
Mercury

Tell me some more cars I could put down here.
51

11 APV BTV 1

Wt



A FRESH LOOK AT WRITING

e ———

e ——

. ——

Child: ~ Subaru.
child:  GMC truck.

Of course, another 1
sedan, pickup. Give me some O

st could be different kinds of cars like

Teacher:
thers . . -

aturally inquisitive and like to think they know alot

5. The discovery of different areas is as

with them. Inventing with the children

o help them build up associations

Children are T
about certain subject area
jmportant as the lists that g0

during the list-making also seems t
between drawings, sounds, and the letters they place on the page-

Again, many children who may not feel the urge 10 begin 10 explore
narrative enjoy listing. The point is to begin to help children to find
out what writing and print can do for them—today.

ACTION 4.2:
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Day One: Help Children to Write and Keep Writing

and much much more

it's a better pric
‘than last year
75 cents

Newkirk points out the complexity of the sign’s content:

« Major assertation: Buy a design-a-button
« Major reason: Low cost

« Evidence: The cost is seventy-five cents

+ Major reason: The many designs (implied)

« Evidence: Chuck E. Cheese, unicorns, rainbows, and much,
much more.

He also notes that young children’s first use of print may be in brief
signs like “Keep Out,” “Stop,” “Stay Qut,” or in short messages
intended to influence others. Indeed, these may be the more elemental

forms of essay and exposition.

Teacher:

Child:

Teacher:

Child:
Child:
Teacher:

Child:

Teacher:

There's a kind of writing that can be pretty useful. See that sign
over there? What do you suppose it says?

Go out,
Good. That's what it means. It says “Exit.” That’s where you can
go out of the building. It shows you where to go. Have you seen
any other signs that you know?
Out front it says “stop” for the buses.
My brother has one for his room that says “keep out.”
Let’s have some signs you'd like to make to help others or have
them do things.
I'd like a “quiet” sign. It gets prettv noisy sometimes and I'd like
to hold it up when that happens.
I like that one. That's a harc one to write though. I'll sav it
slowly and then write it.

Quiet )
Okav, I have one for vou. Let’s see if yvou can read my sign:
“Can vou help me?” [She helps the children to read the message and
to quietly leave the group and go to their seats.]

The teacher goes on to help children observe other signs that are

displayed in the building. She stresses the communicative nature of
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Day One: Help Children to Write and Keep Writing

the complexity of my observations to their age, experience with writ-
ing, and sophistication.

ACTION 4.5:
Demonstrate where topics come from in the everyday experience, selecting
incidents from your own life that will interest your students.

Don: 1'd like to show you how I “read the world” around me in order to
use what I see for things I might write about. I'll tell you about
what happened, show you how I think about it, and then it would
be helpful if you'd ask questions about what I say. You might be
curious to know more about something; if so, raise your hand and
ask the question. Okay, I'll start and then I'll put some notes on the
board as I talk.

Let’s see, about 4:00 P.M. I was in my study and I was on the
telephone. You know I've always liked to have a place to go to that
was mine. When I was your age [ got a table and I made believe it
was my desk.

It had a little slide you could pull out and one small drawer. I
thought I was big stuff. I shared my room with my brother. The
desk was on my side of the room. I'll put a few notes here to help
e remember: '

in my study

when [ was a kid

wanted a place of my own

a desk, drawer

be alone

I was lucky because my brother didn't like to be alone in the
room:; he liked to be outside. Well, I liked to be outside but I also
wanted to be alone and just think. How many of vou like tc be
alone in a room? How manv of vou would rather be outside? See,
we're all different in some ways, the same in others.
 Iremember once my mother sent me tc my room because I
hadn’t done my chores.-

Child: What were your chores?

Don:  Oh, we had to take turns doing the dishes. I was a boy and [ didn’t
think that was right. My mother just said, “Get busy.” She was
pretty strict. Any of you have chores or jobs around the house?

Child: 1have to walk my dog.
Child: 1have to help my dad mow the lawn. [ also have to make my bed
every day and take out the trash.
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Day One: Help Children to Write and Keep Writing

another. T let my mind run; I listen to myself and find lots to write
about. So much of writing is connected to just remembering and

being curious about what's there.

The basic objective here is to help students learn how to listen to
themselves. I need to show them how I do that; and, of course, some of
my reflections have been prompted by their questions. For many chil-
dren, learning to listen to themselves is a new experjence. Much of
our education says, “Listen to me” (the teacher or the parent). There is
little teaching that shows our children how to do this. ] used to say to
my sixth-grade students, “Think for yourselves. I want to know what
you are thinking.” The trouble is, I never showed them what I meant
by that or where original thinking comes from.

Sadly, most students do not know how to find topics in the com-
mon everyday events that surround them. At this point in their lives

The Teacher Writes with the Class

R
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ACTION 4.6
Show children the options for writing topics from an everyday reading of the
world.

stration to show children the ori-

1 return to the content of my demon
gins of various genres. Here is sOM

strates what we might discover:

e sample dialogue that demon-

Let me show you where fiction comes from. Fiction comes
from people wan ing something and the journey they take t0
get it. Letsgoto what T've just reviewed here. Let's create
something that somebody wants.

Child: Well, you said you wanted a place of your own
could have this kid who wanted tobea scientis
wanted his oWD laboratory.

it. Now the story come
to getting it-

4 he found 80

Don:

CWell, we
t and he

Got it; yes, that's s from maybe things
fhat got in his Way
Same child: Well, maybe he was poor an

made one up in his basemen
tion: A boy who want

Don:
me boxes and he

tand he just can't find boxes.

s his own place t© experi-
d boxes and there are all

Dorn: Right, that's fic
ment and he works really hard to fin
kinds of adventures on the way to finding boxes.
Don: Let's have another.
Child: Well, maybe there s this girl and her father has remarried and
5. Her stepmother just picks on her. She
al mother

she has lots of chore
wants to please her father because she misses her 1€
but her stepmother wants to keep her out of the way ¢ she

can have her father all to herself.
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t's see if we have fiction here. Do we have someone

Don: Okay, le
who wants something?

Yes, a girl who wants her father.

Child:
Don: What's in the way?

Child: A stepmother who gives her chores to keep her out of theway. ’

In Chapter 18 T will discuss how you can be of greater help to chil-
dren writing fiction. Here 1 only show the basic ingredients inspired
e previous day: a character who wants some-

by what I experienced th
thing and the kind of conflict that gets in the way.

ACTION 4.7:

Conduct a series of writing co
what they know.

nferences in which the children teach you about

jting conference is to help children teach you

about what they know so that you can help them more effectively
with their writing. When you showed children how to “read the
world” in Action 45, you showed them how to discover what they
know, choose those areas for topics, and then write about them. Thus,
move around the room conducting conferences try t0 note
te in their texts and help them to speak to you. I
dent with these notions in mind:

The purpose of the wr

as you
what children wri
usually come to each stu

., what the topic is about

. where the topic came from
. what thev will write next
For your first conferences choose three to four children who are already
writing. Get the feel of the writing conference by working with chil-
dyen who find it easier to talk about what they are doing. The unspo-
ken guidelinein the conference is “You know things that I don't.”

Don:  What is your piece about, Jennifer?
Jennifer: 1t's about my cat and how she plays with me.
Don:  Oh, tell me abouta time she played with you.

Jennifer: Well, she likes to stick her paws through the up and down things
under the bannister (I forget what you call ‘em) and when I put my
finger up she hits it like she’s a boxer. She doesn't use her claws.
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o
I can almost se€ her doing that—"her paws darting in and out.

Don:
What will you write next?
Jennifer: Himmun, maybe 711 write about that. T was just finishing a part
here about how she plays with my toes under the covers in the
MOrMning.
Don: Looks like youhave lots to write.
an say what her piece 18 about in one sen
es need to

riters of all 2g

I notice that Jennifer ¢
(herself and the cat) and

tence. This is ant importa
acquire. She focuses ont the central characters
the essential action (we play). 1 quickly ask Jennifer to tell me some
specifics that relate to her essential topic: #Tell me about a time she
played with you.” T listen carefully to what she says the piece is about,
and then 1 ask a question she is mostly likely able to answer. 1f Jer-
nifer is unable to handle that question 1 would ask one that may put

nt ability that W
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her in touch with why she chose the topic in the first place: “How did
you happen to write about you and your cat playing, Jennifer?”
Sometimes children lose touch with the reason they chose their topic.
When Jennifer remembers why she decided to write about her cat, she
may also recall episodes and memories about the cat.

I try to restrict this type of conference to about two minutes and to
keep my comments to a minimum. A rough profile of a good confer-
ence shows the child speaking about 80 percent of the time, the teacher
20 percent. You may wish to tape-record your conference to gef a sense
of the ratio of your talk to the child’s talk and to assess how well you
are able to prompt the child to tell you about what they know.

I end each conference by stating what the child will write about
next or what to do in order to move forward on the piece. Of course,
the child may already have told me what she intends to do, and this is
especially important for students who find it difficult to write.

Another conference might involve a child in the midst of a
dilemma: he is wondering about the right topic for his piece.

Don: What's your piece about, Jeff?

Jeft  1don’t know. It's all over the place. I'm afraid it wil] be boring. See,
1 want there to be good action here. I want it to be about these peo-
ple who are fighting off the space invaders but maybe it's about just

the space invaders.

Don: I'm curious about how you decided to choose this topic to write
about, Jeff.

Jeff: Well, when we were doing that thing you did with us, [ gotto
thinking about space and weapons; it’s what think about a lot, the
ultimate weapon, so I wanted the ultimate weapon in here.

Don: Teli me about the person who uses it. .

Jeff: . Well, there is this mad scientist who is in charge of it. He developed it.

Don: Why is he mad?

Jeff  Oh, hmmmit. His mind snapped because he was treated badly by
the other scientists.

Don: Okay, let’s stop there, Jeff. I've learned quite a bit about your scien-
tist and what you had in mind. He is mad because he was treated
badly and now he has a weapon he will use. My last question is,
What does he want? What does the mad scientist want? Something is
bugging him because he can’t get what he wants. Take this piece of
paper and just write for five minutes about what he wants and why.
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Day One: Help Children to Write and Keep Writing

encouraging tone: “You know things that I will learn from you.” This
allows them to learn from themselves and each other more easily. You
set the standard for learning through your attentive listening,

ACTION 4.8:

Conduct a writing share session with a small group or with the entire class.

For this Action, gather the children in a circle or on the floor in one
section of the room. The share session comes at the end of the writing
time. For your first share session you may wish to select certain chil-
dren to share what they have written thus far, or ask for two or three
volunteers. This is how I introduce the session:

Don: Two people will be sharing their writing this morning.
Danny will share first, but before he reads his piece he’ll
tell us the one thing it is about. Then it will be our job to lis-
ten very carefully, because when he finishes we’'ll tell him
what we remember from it.

Dan [reading]: Last Saturday me and my Dad went to the science museum
in Boston. ] remember the owl especially because of the
way he turned his head. It was like he could turn it all the
way around. When the man held him he told us about his
sharp claws, They were long.

Then there was Tyrannosaurus Rex. If you lived when he
did he would be able to eat you with one bite.

He was very tall—about fifty feet high.
We had pizza for lunch. We got home about seven o'clock.

Don; _ Al right, Danny, you are in charge. You call on the child-
ren whose hands are raised. Thev will tell vou what thev
remember. You'll need to listen carefully too in case we for-
get some things that are in vour piece.

Child: . I remember the Tyrannosaurus Rex. How big he was.
Child: You had pizza.

Child: The owl had long, sharp claws.

Child: Tyrannosaurus Rex was fifty feet high.

Child: You went to the science museuin.

Don: All right, Danny, what did we forget?'

Dan: The owl can turn his head almost completely around. And

we got home about seven o’clock.
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Final Reflection
In this chapter you have introduced yourse
. three basic clements in the writing classroom: gliscover'mg writing .
>-topics, W ting_conferences, and sharing. The Actions 1 describe are
useful 10 teachers throughout their entire careers. They WO
phem virtually every day of their professional lives.
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them to learn from each other own writing.
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least one weck in order 10 begin to be €0 .th them in the
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